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The pharmacist and pharmacy have evolved to become more than the corner
drugstore: a win for vaccinations and public health
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ABSTRACT
Perhaps under acknowledged in the adult immunization delivery system are pharmacists. Depending on the
state, pharmacists can assess and administer vaccines to patients under vaccination protocols, standing
orders or with a physician’s prescription for vaccination. As most individuals live withinmiles of a community
pharmacy that offer accessibility, broad operating hours, and lack of visit fees or few requirements for
appointments, the role of the local community pharmacy and pharmacists has evolved. Many pharmacies
have embraced immunizations as a service offering seasonal influenza and often a range of Advisory
Committee on Immunization Practices-recommended vaccines across the lifespan. Pharmacists are moving
away from strictly product distribution to supporting public health and prevention, experiencing tremen-
dous growth and expansion of services across the public health and primary care spectrum. Pharmacies are
using vaccination services as a strategy to transform and advance community pharmacy, shaping a model
that provides greater convenience and access to vaccines and other preventive services benefiting popula-
tion and public health while seeking to optimize health outcomes and control health-care costs.
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The pharmacists’ role in the business of keeping people well has to
evolve as the pharmacy model changes to meet the needs of the
changing health-care delivery system. Historically, pharmacists
were also known as chemists or druggists, health-care profes-
sionals in the field of health sciences who focused on safe and
effective medication use, checking and distributing drugs to doc-
tors for medications prescribed to patients. This role has evolved
whereby the modern-day pharmacists act as a learned intermedi-
ary between a prescriber and a patient.

In modern times, pharmacists not only manage medication
systems – dispensing medication on prescription and providing
pharmaceutical information – compound medicines, and ensure
correctness of medication labels, but provide patients with health
monitoring and advice, assess patients with undiagnosed condi-
tions related to clinical medication management needs and even
manage drug therapy under collaborative practice agreements.
The modern-day pharmacist also serves as a critical advocate in
public health, administering vaccinations, providing counseling to
patients on smoking cessation, sexual health, obesity, and sub-
stance use disorder treatment. However, depending on the legal
scope of practice in some jurisdictions, pharmacistsmay be limited
in their ability to contribute to public health practice, impeding the
evolving needs of the healthcare delivery system.1

Scope of practice and expansion: pharmacists are
public health providers and vaccinators

The authority of pharmacists to practice is dictated by state
licensing boards which govern activities of pharmacists can
perform independently. Through state laws or practice

agreements, the role of pharmacists has been expanding, for
example in the scope of practice to administer
immunizations.2 Most states have laws that leverage pharma-
cists and their immunization scope of practice, enabling phar-
macists to expand access to care by providing immunizations
and counseling – often at locations more physically accessible
for many patients including rural areas of the country where
the pharmacists may be the only primary care provider.

Pharmacy locations are within reach of most Americans,
averaging 2.11 pharmacists per 10,000 individuals in the
United States.3 Eight out of 10 Americans live within 10 miles
of a pharmacy.4 Moreover, in regional urban centers, the average
distance to a community pharmacist is 1.6 miles.5 Community
pharmacists live, work and serve their communities. As a trusted
and highly accessible health-care provider, pharmacists are well
positioned to support public health, specifically in increasing
access to immunizations, and particularly for adults who value
convenience in receiving health care. The role of pharmacists to
administer immunization has evolved rapidly over the past two
decades.6 In 1995 only nine states allowed pharmacists to immu-
nize. Today pharmacists have authority to administer immuni-
zations in all states, the District of Columbia, and Puerto Rico;
however, the extent of the authority of these providers varies by
state, often limiting the type of vaccines and the patient age to
whom pharmacists may administer vaccines. Despite these lim-
itations, pharmacists provide a significant role in immunization
service delivery by screening for Advisory Committee on
Immunization Practices (ACIP)-recommended vaccines,
strongly recommending, and referring patients for vaccination
if not administering vaccinations to patients.
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Pharmacists as the invisible seam in the healthcare
delivery fabric

Many pharmacists conduct essential public health services
such as partnering with the community to identify and
address health risk and the needs of the community, particu-
larly in rural pockets versus urban centers of the country
where primary care provider shortages can be common.7

Pharmacists serve vital roles in individual patient care areas
of disease state management, medication therapy manage-
ment, and transitions of care from inpatient to outpatient,
extending beyond health screenings and education in areas
such as pain medication counseling, immunizations, and
tobacco cessation counseling.

Pharmacists are at times an invisible seam in part of the
healthcare delivery fabric. Pharmacists advocate and educate
in fundamental infectious disease domains such as adminis-
tering vaccinations and counseling on HIV/STI prevention
and contraception. Pharmacists also have a role in supporting
non-communicable disease public health domains – such as
obesity counseling and substance use disorders including
tobacco cessation – all toward reaching Healthy People 2020
targets, a national framework of health-promotion and dis-
ease-prevention goals.8 This natural role for pharmacists is
increasingly recognized by the broader provider community
and the public. As shifts in health-care delivery are changing
the way we seek and administer care, the pharmacist has an
increasingly important role as a public health practitioner and
health-care provider, to be seen beyond medication dispen-
sing and management.

The pharmacy: beyond the corner drugstore

The pharmacy itself is evolving to become more than a site of
dispensing medication. As the nation desperately seeks to
contain the costs of healthcare and hospital readmissions
while providing quality patient-centered care, pharmacies
are evolving to provide more comprehensive services expand-
ing walk-in clinics for simple things like immunizations and
blood pressure screenings and designing wellness hubs that
marry big data and neighborhood drug stores to identify
members at risk for chronic and arguably costly diseases to
test and treat patients before diseases progress.9

Use of data is an evidence-based strategy central to raising
vaccination coverage rates. Pharmacist providers, like other
providers in the healthcare delivery system (e.g., physician
providers, health systems), send reminder messages for
immunizations, recall messages for immunizations past due
or phone, email and postcard messages to specific patient
populations (e.g., diabetic patients), reducing missed oppor-
tunities to vaccinate, particular for dose completion of multi-
dose series vaccines.10 Pharmacist vaccinators are a localized
trusted health-care provider within the community. By using
health information data, pharmacists can fill gaps in care.

Pharmacists serve a central role in the global fight against
non-communicable disease, an increasing trend unsurprisingly
listed on the 2019 World Health Organization list of global
health threats.11 For example, vaccination mitigates other
chronic condition such as pneumococcal disease in adults with

chronic conditions like heart, liver or kidney disease.
Pharmacists with the ability to administer the pneumococcal
vaccination aid in the fight against these threats to good
health.10,12 Moreover, influenza vaccination has become
increasingly important given the link between influenza disease
and thromboembolic events such as heart attack and stroke.13

In the continuum of self-care management, care ranges
from individual responsibility to professional responsibility.
On this continuum, self-care in prevention plays a large roll in
mitigating the global rise in health-care costs and potential
health burden to individuals and society by maintaining
health and lower costs. Patients together with pharmacist
providers are partners in health across this spectrum, particu-
larly in areas complementary to the physician provider who is
central in diagnosing and treating disease and addressing
major trauma. Pharmacists can help transform and manage
high-cost conditions and transitions of care from in-patient to
outpatient care with an eye toward optimizing health out-
comes and controlling health-care costs.

Partnerships in the immunization neighborhood

Patient acceptance is central to demand for pharmacy services
and health-seeking behavior, strengthening pharmacy assess
points for vaccination services. Consumer-patients are often
satisfied in their experience with pharmacist-providers as
vaccinators, making pharmacists a natural partner as public
health vaccinators.14 With walk-in or scheduled appoint-
ments, pharmacies seek to support the goal of a fully vacci-
nated family. Pharmacists help children get back-to-school
vaccinations and pharmacies serve as a natural site of service
for influenza vaccinations, which are recommended annually.

For older adults who are more likely to need prescription
medications and therefore use pharmacy services, pharmacists
can be an important trusted source of information, counseling,
and administration of vaccines. For vaccines covered under the
Medicare Part D pharmacy benefit including shingles vaccine,
the pharmacy platform is a natural site of service for vaccina-
tion. In the Medicare insurance program, only influenza, pneu-
mococcal, and hepatitis B vaccine (for high-risk beneficiaries)
are covered under the Medicare part B medical insurance ben-
efit (which covers outpatient services in the physician’s office);
all other vaccines are covered under the Medicare Part D drug
benefit. This has been a challenge for physician providers to
provide Part D covered vaccines in the office-based setting.15

Pharmacists: immunization and public health
champions

Most health care is a shared responsibility. The role the
pharmacist plays as part of the larger health-care delivery
team has evolved and continues to evolve, well beyond com-
pounding and dispensing medicines. Moreover, the conveni-
ence of the pharmacy serves as a fundamental characteristic
trait of a successful model that may be able to increasingly
address more evolving health-care needs. With the giant foot-
print of large chain and local community pharmacies, the
current health-care system of episodic care and treatment
can be transformed to a system of good care that is localized
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and convenient for the consumer, with vaccinations as
a central offering. Fortunately, public health can capitalize
on the evolution of the pharmacists and the expansion of
the pharmacy as partners in vaccination and public health,
supporting a fully vaccinated family by serving as a critical
partner in increasing vaccination coverage-levels for all.

Disclosure of potential conflicts of interest

Dr. Shen is a retired Captain with the US Public Health Service. She is
currently a Professor at the Drexel University Dornsife School of Public
Health and a public health consultant. The authors have no conflicts of
interest or disclosures to declare.

ORCID

Angela K. Shen http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3761-0016

References

1. Adams AJ, Weaver KK. The continuum of pharmacist pre-
scriptive authority. Ann Pharmacother. 2016 Sept;50(9):778–
84.

2. American Pharmacists Association. Pharmacist-administered
immunizations: what does your state allow? 2015 [Accessed
2019 Aug 4] https://www.pharmacist.com/article/pharmacist-
administered-immunizations-what-does-your-state-allow.

3. Qato DM, Zenk S, Wilder J, Harrington R, Gaskin D,
Alexander G, van Wouwe JP. The availability of pharmacies in
the United States: 2007–2015. PLoS One. 2017;12(8):e0183172.
doi:10.1371/journal.pone.0183172.

4. Yanofsky D, Zhou Y Eight out of 10 Americans are within 10
miles of a CVS. 2017 [accessed 2019 Aug 4] https://qz.com/
1146577/cvs-and-aetna-aet-82-of-americans-are-within-10-miles-
of-the-pharmacy/.

5. NACDS. Face-to-face with community pharmacists. [accessed
2019 Aug 4] https://www.nacds.org/pdfs/about/rximpact-
leavebehind.pdf.

6. O’Brien KK. Pharmacists’ role in preventing vaccine-preventable
diseases. US Pharm. 2009;34:39–45.

7. Scott DM, Strand M, Undem T, Anderson G, Clarens A, Liu X.
Assessment of pharmacists’ delivery of public health services in
rural and urban areas in Iowa and North Dakota. Pharm Pract
(Granada). 2016;14(4):836. doi:10.18549/PharmPract.2016.04.836.

8. Office of Disease Prevention and Health Promotion. Healthy People
2020. [accessed 2019 Aug 4] https://www.healthypeople.gov/.

9. Tully S CVS wants to make your drugstore your doctor. Fortune.
2019 [accessed 2019 Aug 4] https://fortune.com/longform/cvs-
aetna-health-care/.

10. ASHP Council on Professional Affairs. ASHP guidelines on the
pharmacist’s role in immunization. Am J Health Syst Pharm
2003;60:1371–77.

11. WHO. Ten threats to global health in 2019. [accessed 2019 Aug 4]
https://www.who.int/emergencies/ten-threats-to-global-health-in
-2019.

12. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention. Vaccine recommen-
dations and guidelines of the ACIP. [accessed 2019 Aug 4] https://
www.cdc.gov/vaccines/hcp/acip-recs/index.html.

13. Bhatt AS, DeVore AD, Hernandez AF, Mentz RJ. Can vaccina-
tions improve heart failure outcomes?: contemporary data and
future directions. JACC Heart Fail. 2017;5(3):194–203.
doi:10.1016/j.jchf.2016.12.007.

14. Taitel M, Cohen E, Terranova B, Baloun L, Kirkham H, Dunca I,
et al. Pharmacists as immunization providers: patient attitudes
and perceptions. Pharmacy Times. 2011 [accessed 2019 Aug 6]
https://www.pharmacytimes.com/publications/issue/2011/septem
ber2011/pharmacists-as-immunization-providers-patient-
attitudes-and-perceptions.

15. National Vaccine Advisory Committee. A pathway to leadership
for adult immunization: recommendations of the National
Vaccine Advisory Committee: approved by the National Vaccine
Advisory Committee on June 14, 2011. Public Health Rep.
2012;127(Suppl 1_suppl):1–42. doi:10.1177/00333549121270S101.

1180 A. K. SHEN AND A. PETERSON

https://www.pharmacist.com/article/pharmacist-administered-immunizations-what-does-your-state-allow
https://www.pharmacist.com/article/pharmacist-administered-immunizations-what-does-your-state-allow
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0183172
https://qz.com/1146577/cvs-and-aetna-aet-82-of-americans-are-within-10-miles-of-the-pharmacy/
https://qz.com/1146577/cvs-and-aetna-aet-82-of-americans-are-within-10-miles-of-the-pharmacy/
https://qz.com/1146577/cvs-and-aetna-aet-82-of-americans-are-within-10-miles-of-the-pharmacy/
https://www.nacds.org/pdfs/about/rximpact-leavebehind.pdf
https://www.nacds.org/pdfs/about/rximpact-leavebehind.pdf
https://doi.org/10.18549/PharmPract.2016.04.836
https://www.healthypeople.gov/
https://fortune.com/longform/cvs-aetna-health-care/
https://fortune.com/longform/cvs-aetna-health-care/
https://www.who.int/emergencies/ten-threats-to-global-health-in-2019
https://www.who.int/emergencies/ten-threats-to-global-health-in-2019
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/hcp/acip-recs/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/vaccines/hcp/acip-recs/index.html
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jchf.2016.12.007
https://www.pharmacytimes.com/publications/issue/2011/september2011/pharmacists-as-immunization-providers-patient-attitudes-and-perceptions
https://www.pharmacytimes.com/publications/issue/2011/september2011/pharmacists-as-immunization-providers-patient-attitudes-and-perceptions
https://www.pharmacytimes.com/publications/issue/2011/september2011/pharmacists-as-immunization-providers-patient-attitudes-and-perceptions
https://doi.org/10.1177/00333549121270S101

	Abstract
	Scope of practice and expansion: pharmacists are public health providers and vaccinators
	Pharmacists as the invisible seam in the healthcare delivery fabric
	The pharmacy: beyond the corner drugstore
	Partnerships in the immunization neighborhood
	Pharmacists: immunization and public health champions
	Disclosure of potential conflicts of interest
	References

